THE WAR AGAINST EVEREST
side of die curve towards die eardi. This is owing to the
difference in consistency of the air at the lower levels, causing
the light vibrations to travel in a curved path. Hence the
observer sees the mountain-top appearing as higher than it really
is. Corrections must be made in die results, but, as little is
known about the properties of the upper atmosphere, these
corrections may themselves be inexact. Possibly the early obser-
vations were over corrected, thus making the mountain seem
too low.
Sir Sidney Burrard estimated the error from this source at
a probable 150 feet.
Besides these, minor possibilities of doubt exist. The theo-
dolite itself, its telescope and graduated arcs, are not necessarily
perfect. The observing surveyor may have been a trifle at fault.
Such errors would result, when totalled, in a score or so of
feet.
Again, suspicion rests upon the height at which the theodolite
reading was taken; inaccuracy may have crept in during the
process of measurement of this height from sea-level of the
Bay of Bengal, and perhaps the height of the Kosi basin plain
is altering at the rate of a few inches a year.
Similarly, the level of the sea itself shows a slight tendency
to vary. It is, incidentally, attracted like die liquid in the spirit
levels of the theodolites, and the humans of the various expedi-
tions themselves, upwards towards Mount Everest.
Another point affecting the height at which aeroplanes might
fly over Everest was that of snow on the crest.
Until die photographs were actually taken from close along-
side the peak, we could not be sure that after an exceptional
winter a great cornice of ice or snow might not be left clinging
to the crest of the peak itself.
The additional height due to this accretion could only be
guessed at, since there could be no accurate analogy from
other mountains, and there were no year to year observations
productive of real evidence.
The thickness of the snow bed or ice ridge would, it was
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